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ABSTFACT 

One frequently encounters Innuendoes, charges, 
allegations, threats, and rationales of conspiracy in studying the 
role of rhetoric in social movemeatc. While "full diocussion of 
competing ideas," holds high repute, "people meeting to plot some 
action," is disreputable and under some conditions illegal. This 
paper focuses on eKisting definitions of conspiracy in the fields of 
law, sociology, and political science* The author distinguishes 
between real as opposed to fictional conspiracies. The paper also 
tries to answer three questions: (1) What are the philosophic bases 
of conspiracy? (2) What sorts of persons are prone to believe that a 
conspiracy eKists? (3) And what criteria must be present before a 
conspiracy is credible? {Author/LG) 
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An honorable Amerirm custom has it that one should pay all 
debts before New Yearns live* With only one day left, let mo ac« 
knowledge my Indebtedness to my col league , Jolm Uowers, for his 
insistence that I write this paper. And^ I owe a special debt 
to llita Alvis, my research assistant, who located and compilod 
more materials on conspiracy than I thought existed. 

In studying tho rliotorical messages within various reform 
movements, I notice what soems to be ci rhetorical commonplace. 
Almost invariably^ loaders of a reform movement will claim that 
a conspiracy exists and that this conspiracy is causing nioi^t of 
the problems whicji the movement will resolve. As all of us are 
well aware ^ the John Birch Society maintains tliat a Communist 
conspiracy exists and is nicthodical ly taking over our governmont, 
In the eariy years of the National !-arm Workors Association ^ the 
loaders were convincod that tlio grape-growers had formed a con- 
spiracy to prevent their efforts to SQCuro cGllectivc bargaininn. 
Hqually curious ^ the leaders of an establishment, when con- 
^ fronted with a reform movement, are likely to claim that a con« 



spiracy is causing tlie turmoil. For example, officials in Iowa 
City during our campus riots in 1070 issued a numbor of stato- 



''^ ments suggesting that battlo-liardened SUS activirts from the 
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lliii vcr^ilty of Wiscoiisin v^vrv inniu tu-=rii ruli iin t.lia tlunt met i fui , 

DcpOTuliiij* on who yc)u m'V n\\{\ wluil yoti^ro i'twMlinjt* y<>ii luw Ih* 
raiiiiliar with so-cnllud C()iH;pi rac ius sncli an tijic^.u: i liu (>)niti]iiii I st 
conspiracy, the Jowish conspiracyj the Hoc i a 1 Ist connp i racy , 
conspiracy of the llluminati, the Papal conspiracy, the RothschiM 
conspiracy, the conspiracy to acsasinatc President Kcnnotly, the 
lVater|4atq conspiracy, tho Chicai;o 8 cons|)irucy, the :ialG (ihauviniHt 
conspiracy^ the Feminist conspiracy ^ the l^anthcr cnnsplracy, the 
FBI conspiracy to eliminate the Black Panthers, etc,^ There would 
almost appear to be soveral conspiracies for every rGforrn movoment* 
But counting alleged cons])iracios does not account for tliem, 

SpGcifically in tiiis paper, I want to account for the wide- 
spread use and apparent susceptibility of people in reform movo- 
inents and in establishments to conspiracy appeals. 

To do so, I proposs to focus on those questions; WI\at is a 
conspiracy? Are there some typos of persons who are more likely 
to search put and discover conspiracies than others? And, how 
might a critic of reform movemonts distinRuisn botween actual con- 
spiracies and psychological conspiracies? 

By common definition a you and i would be conspirators if wo 
met in the hotel lobby and hg'rood to steal & water pitcher from 
one of these mcatinii rooms, bvon if we did not actually steal 
the pitcher, we intonded to do so and that^s conspiracy. Con- 
spiracy involvas two or more people agroQing to do an unlawful 
or wrong act^, 

In his assay entitled *»Tha Developinent of the Hnglish Law of 
Conspiracy/* J* W, Bryan notes that conspiracy was first written 



into liniUish law in 1305," At that time, conspirncy was liniitoci 
to sucrot agrGemcnts wIidsc ohjoct was to hinder or pcrvart tlio 
administration of justice. In other words, conspiracy was ro- ' 
striotod to instances of bringing false witness a|Tainst innocent 
peoplo in tho law courts. In 1611, conspiracy was extended to pro 
tQCt the King against plots to overthrow him. Jason lipstoin^ in 
his book, The Great Conspiracy Trial details the next historic de- 
velopment : 

^'By the nineteenth Gcnturyj the theory of conspiracy in 
American law cnrno to include ^'concortod actions to ac- 
complish same purpose, not in itself criminal^ by crlm- 
inai means. ''"^ 

Oddly enough Big Business further increased the scope of con- 
spiraey law with the advent of fcdoral rcnulations anainst prico- 
fixing and unfair trusts. If a siniUc cnmpany sets Us prices tn 
undercut and destroy the competition, that^s fine. Hut if two 
companies combine and this joinin^^ toncthor is the tlcfininn 
characteristic of conspiracy law if two companies combLno to 
sot prices, then the law snyi; thnt a conF^piracy has occurod. 

So then what is a conspiracy? Lonaiiy, it consists of two 
or more people combining to ao SGmethinii illeggiK A reform ynovo^- 
mnz by most dafinitions invoives a group of people working tocjcthc 
or wo could say '^combininp*^ to bring about some chungo in oxist- 
ing beliefs, attitudes, customs, practices, policies, rules, Uws , 
or I suppose, governmDnts. Somotimes, as in the case of Father 
Groppi's af forts to integrate certain residential areas of Miiwau- 
kea in 1969, the reform movement ii directed at changing existing 



:i 1 1 i t lUli^:; . It's tiul i I IcM^n I Cor^ n whiin liniiif m mvihm' la ! h i ril fii.il 
hlMck lUMj'hljnrH Uucrcniiu jUM)}KM'l y Valiums it i InoliJi, iinic-ijin 
:iblu, unsuhstantiatud , ami l^iUc hut il i fi not illunnj, IchcjIIv. 
I'athjr Groppi's orj^aiiisatiaii could not ho citod for cnnspirncv, Init 
inaiiy white homGOwnors were cortvincQd that the intcgrat ion i sts hnrl 
conspired in the sense that a |?roat danfior axistod to the value of 
tlioir proporty. If a group of office workers rncct over their lunch 
hour and collectively addrosB a petition to their boss to adcl another 
water fountain to tlic office, I doubt whether any manager would con^ 
sider that a conspiracy has taken place* Yot| the innredionts are 
clearly present two or more peojilo combining, to do sQincthing not 
illejiai, but troublosomo . On the other handj let-s hypothosise a 
group of paoplo who want to change a law tiiat says only folks with 
white skin can eat in public restaurants. To carry out this pro- 
posed reform, let's suppose this reform group decides to walk ri^lit 
into several restaurants, sit down at the lunch countnrs , and cat 
whatever food they brought with. them* From the viewpoint of the 
restaurant owners, and formerly cxlstinR law, a crime and a con- 
spiracy has taken place. 

Lefs reverse the coin« Assume tliat you are teaching a class. 
Within the context of the classroom, you nro the establ ishmDnt and 
you have a super-liberal rulu that to pass your course all stu- 
dOTt must do is take the final exam, Let^s add two other factors^ 
(1) Tliere^s also s collage rule that you can be fired for givinR 
blanket grades. And (2) an organiEation of students on your campus 
are trying to abolish grades. On the day of the exam, none of your 



Htiulonts show u]). No cxpl aiin t: i on:^ - rio nhonu calls, TIk- [uunt 
i)r my coiitrivcd cxninpla i this: Wouhl ynu ;!ccu[)!: cnfispirncy /is 
,1 reasonable explnnation of thu iibnGfico? 1 think 5;n, Tachnically, 
a classrooni rule doesn't have the status of a statutory, codiflod 
law, but the concortcd action of those mythical students accom- 
plishod something akin to a crime --^ a pQrccivQd and an^ imminent 
dangcor to you and your job. 

Thus 1 offer an answer to the question: What is a conspiTacy? 
Legally one needs tiircc innrcdionts: (A) a group who by 
their concertod action (B) intonded (C) to commit a crime. 
Practically and Pm tempted to say rhetorically wh-n 
a person has reason to believe that a perceived and an 
imminen' clanger to himsolf is caused by the concerted nc- 
tions of some group, for that i>crson a conspiracy probably 
exists^ 

There is a loose concept in my pracicical definition of consnir- 
acy the concept of person. To get at this notion, we need to 
ask are there some typos of persons who are more likely to search 
o^^ and discovor conspiracies than others? Tlie answers to -this 
ques'tion depend on which authors one choosas to read. 

Talcotic Parsons^ a sociologist who studied the con-- 
spiracy appeals o£ Josaph McCarthy claims that people 
who were fearful of changing values easily accepted 
the **eastarn liberal esicablishment*^ as the causa of 
their fear* 



liary Allen, nutlif)r ni^ Haiw \U\ru Cnll it Conspj rncy , 
sounUs his alarm anoinst the 'MnMidors*' tho currant 
descendants of tlic RothsclvLld Qompiracy , to roadars 
who fit this description, I ciuotc hero from liis first 
chapter. -'Somethinn is bui;gin;^ yoUj but you aron't 
suro what. We keep oloctinp now Prosidents who sccm- 
injily pTOmise faithfully to halt the world-wide Commu- 
nist advance, put the blocks to oxtravapant govcrnmont 
spending, douse tlie fires of inflation, put the cconQniy 
on an even keel, reverse the trend which is turning tlic 
country into a moral sowars and toss the criminals into 
the hooscgow where they bgloni^ Yet, despite hijrh hopes 

and glittering cajapaign promises, those problems cnacln- 
ue to worsen no matter who is in office J'"^ 

Sociologist Franz Neumann claims that a person is sus- 
ceptible to conspiracy appeals if he belongs zo a nroup 
v^I^ich is threatened a loss of status^ . ^ By way of 
illustration, Uavid Carter, a doctoral candidate at Iowa 
who is currently studying the NFU movement reports that 
in much of the literature produced by the leaciers of 
tiie National Farm Urganization^ tho plight of the Aniori- 
can farmer is attributea to, ^^ international mone y. 

Hans Toch uses the labels ^'authoritarian** and ^'ethno- 
cent^ic*^to doscribe the susceptible person;^ Rokeach 
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reduces opcn-closo miiulodnuss to '*tho oxtunt to whirji 

B 

• thoro is reliance on nhsoluto mithority while l.in^^ult 

and Raab divide pcoplo into mnnist and pluralist canps 
with tlio mDnist camp being most suRCQptLblc to coiuunr- 
acy appeals, 

Unough tlic immodiato coficlusion would saGni to lie tliln: 
'rhose who are susca])tible zo conspiracy aji])cals tend to bo rinid, 
authoritariaii^ and anxious, liut most tiooplo on some occnsions 
would tend to fit these descriptors. And^ because anyone tGnds 
to distort liis perceptions of reality' in tlie diroction of his wishes 
and fears, then, in a situation wJion someone is rifiid, authoritar- 
ian, or anxious and when confronted with a porccivod and imminent 
danger he will probably distort his perceptions of .^vnnts in the 
direction of his fears. For axamplc, after the Cliicafm Convention 
riots of 1968 the City of Chicago rclGascd a film entitled, .'M'/liat 
Trees Do 11\ey Plant, Before tl\u convention * riccordin^y to filmed 
interviews^ authorities in the City of Cliicago received word that 
the Yippies intended to put LSD in the city water supply. Mayof 
Ualey perceived ti.at a conspiracy was underway. Also, a few months 
ago the Ueniocratlc Ueadquarters at Watergate were apparently uggcd. 
George McGovern porccivod that a conspiracy was underway/ 

The point that Pm stressing is this: One need not be a mem- 
ber of the Radical Right or Left or a psycliiatric candidate to per- 
ceivo conspifacios. To the extent that you and i place a ntrnnj^, 
positive value on anything like property ^ privacy^ scholarly 
oxcellencej, security^ moral behavior, etc. and to the extent . 
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that ynu mid I arc suscunt i I? 1 u t:<> lUJiMtmnn'i; chiim thai n tMifr.fHriry 
is the causQ ct our porcoivod and iinniiiiant thrcnt. 

It seems to mc, howovor, thnt a rhetorical critic fjf ;\ rufnrM 
muvomont must have some way to assOHs conspiracy nppcalH which hu 
is likely to ©ncountcr. That is, a critic should ho able to doter= 
mine whether the ap))Dals liuvo any facicual hasi^ and wlicthcr or not 
a conspiracy is a valid uxplMation for the iniTnincnL danrur por- 
coived by the reformors. The problem is Icsscnod if the reform 
movement is an historical one because a critic usually has access 
to more ovidencei i'or example^ the conspiracy of Nazi officers to 
assasinato Hitlor was clearly a real conspiracy and sufficiont cvi-- 
dence is now availablo to substantiate the claim* How tlicn mi^ht 
a critic of an on-going reform movement distinguish between an actual 
conspiracy and what I will call a psycliological couspiracy? 
To do so, I sugj^est that the critic «^ 

(1) determine whether the allQgcd conspirators have a spoclfic 
Identity* The more amorphous the dosij^nation ^iven tn 
the alleged conspirators, i.e., '*tho Insiders *^the isod 
Menace, ''the Select Few/* or worst of all, '^them/^ the 
more likely the conspiracy is psychological. 

{2) Determino whether the allegeu conspirritor-? had zho oppor- 
tunity to plot , ; I' nni. u conspiracy can't exist, 

C3) Uoterminc whether all the intended '^victims^' agrco tha^ 
sufficient ovidence exists to verify the axistenca of 
conspiracy. DisagrGement would suggest that an actual 
conspiracy is unlikely. 



(4) dctorintnc; whcthor tlio nlliMMul cojiH]U rnLoi^ii cor jpr^ rn I in 

makini^ ovidonca avnihihlu to thosa in ttiu rufonn hiovcf.K^nt . 
U©stroyiiHJ or conceal Lii)'^ uvldcncc would indi cate thu prcjh = 
ability of an actual consiiiracy, 

(5) determine wliothor all of the allonod conspirntors would 
secure equal ^ains from successful J y carrying out tliu 
ploti, or would .suffer equal losses from unsuccessful iy 
carrying out ttic plot. Inequity of gain or loss would 
suggest that an actual conspiracy is unliknly, 

(6) determine whether the alleged conspiracy is used to ox- 
plain disparate and discrote past ovonts. Actual con- 
spiracies usually have a si'^'UCj Rpecific objective; 
psychological conspiracies tend to be ropctitive, long- 
term, and serve to explain a vast array of events, 

^rhese criteria can liardly bo said to have infallible power. But 
they^ do provide some guidelines for making an important distinction 
in our analysis of tho place of con h pi racy appeals in a social move- 
incnt* 
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